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      It was a cold Monday late winter morning, and my assistant sat, arms crossed, staring at her monitor.

      We weren’t particularly busy at the moment. Both T.J. and I took some time off around Christmas and New Year’s. We were now a month back at the grind. Working with a nationally-known true-crime podcaster in the fall gave us a boost in business, but it stopped when the calendar flipped. I was all right with this. Being stretched thin never felt good, and a bump in rates offset some of the missing business.

      I sipped coffee and looked at T.J. She was 23, tall, pretty, and devoted to her job. Her blonde hair sat in its trademark high ponytail as she frowned at the screen. She’d worked for me for about three years now, and over time, she’s wanted to do more than just be a secretary. I admired her ambition and tried to teach her as much as I could when opportunities presented themselves.

      A week ago, a woman walked in and told us her sixteen-year-old son was missing. It had been 15 days then, 22 now. Odds of finding him alive at the outset were low, and they’d dwindled a little more since. She couldn’t pay much, but we’d done a few high-profile cases and could afford to work for a cut rate. I didn’t want to take the case because of the low odds of success. T.J. really wanted to, so I made a deal with her. She would be the point person on it. I would assist if she got in over her head, but this was her investigation. She jumped at the chance.

      Now, I figured she might regret taking the leap. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said.

      “Really?”

      “You figure I’m sitting here telling myself I’m a dumbass for agreeing to take this case.”

      “Well,” I said, “I didn’t have you referring to yourself in such uncharitable terms . . . but yeah, pretty much.”

      “It’s like he’s in the wind.”

      “She came to us because the police didn’t have any leads.”

      “We’re better than the police,” T.J. said. We were. I’d said it enough for it to count as one of the official office slogans. Our walls were bare enough to print it out in the style of a motivational poster. Even I wasn’t obnoxious enough to do this, however. Either T.J. or our intern Lexi Tyler would have ripped such an abomination off the wall on day one.

      “We are,” I agreed, “but we can’t manufacture a lead.”

      “I know.”

      “You want some help?”

      “No.”

      “More coffee?”

      “No.”

      I tested the pattern. “How about a raise?”

      “No.” T.J. frowned and paused. “Wait.” She rolled her eyes. “I see what you’re doing.”

      I went back to my coffee and continued reading email. Most of it was crap, but a new message from our landlord Manny had recently come in. Our office occupied the second-floor space of an auto repair shop. It was enough for three desks—though the third strained the walkways—a fridge, coffee station, cabinet, and round table. Manny didn’t need it anymore, so he made some money renting it. The more interesting aspects of my job caused friction a few times, but on the whole, he was a good and patient landlord. The message said he’d be raising the rent $200 a month starting in February. Not unexpected, but we could afford the new rate even if business remained at this rather tepid level for a while.

      A little later, an occasional client sent a request to do some background checks on a batch of new potential employees. I normally farmed this out to T.J. and Lexi so they could get the experience. My assistant was busy muttering curses at her computer, however, and our intern only worked on Fridays while college was in session—though she often inserted herself into cases on days she was supposed to be studying. So I knocked them out, finishing after lunch, and the payment came in a few minutes later. It was enough to soak up the rent increase for four months.

      “I just made us eight hundred dollars,” I said.

      “Mm.”

      “Want any help yet?”

      “No,” T.J. said.

      She was rarely so monosyllabic. Things must have been going poorly. I’d tried to talk her out of it, citing the low odds of success and resultant high likelihood of disappointment. She’d insisted. Sometimes, experience is the best teacher, even when the experience consists of getting kicked in the face. I deferred, let T.J. work on the investigation when she had time, and had listened to her grunt and swear more than ever for the last week.

      Right now, she was taking a boot to the jaw.

      “Last chance,” I said later as I loaded things into my backpack.

      “I’m good,” she insisted. Lexi showed a knack for computers and hacking—my specialty—and T.J. lagged behind her there. I’d made scripts of the things I commonly did so my assistant could use them with minimal guidance.

      “You’re stubborn if nothing else,” I said.

      “I’ve learned from you.”

      I nodded. “Touché. See you tomorrow.”

      A grunt served as T.J.’s reply. Stubborn . . . and consistent.
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      I headed up I-83 toward my wife Gloria’s house.

      We’d been married over two years now. Despite this, we maintained our own residences. I knew it was very much a first-world problem. However, we’d both lived in our own places for years before tying the knot. Neither of us wanted to sell houses we spent months—okay, a few days in my case—looking for and buying. One of these months, something would change, and one would go on the market. I had a feeling it would be mine.

      Gloria lived in Brooklandville, a small but pricey and upscale part of Baltimore County. I pulled my Audi S4 into her garage, leaving it next to her red rocket-like Mercedes coupe. Inside, she came down from her second-floor office to greet me with a kiss. “How were things today?” she wanted to know.

      “About as expected.”

      “T.J.’s still working on the missing kid?”

      “Yeah,” I said. Part of me felt bad for giving it to her. I had an inkling she would take it to heart. T.J. emerged a fine young woman from a very difficult and complicated life, and she often saw parts of herself in people who landed in trouble and vanished. I should have known she’d internalize a detail or two and spend too much unpaid time working on the Danny Williams disappearance. She was probably still plugging away at the office. If she’d gone back to her apartment, I doubted she’d stay away for long. A few cases hit me like this over the years, and I wondered if I should have done a better job protecting T.J. from this one.

      Another part of me reasoned she needed to learn. Not every missing person gets found, and some of the ones who do are very dead upon discovery. I’d taken a few hard lessons to heart especially in my first three years on the job. Experience was often an unkind teacher but rarely a poor one. As if reading my mind, Gloria asked, “You worried she’s going to take this one to heart?”

      “She probably already has.”

      “Are you doing anything besides watching her brood?”

      “Sure. I sit in my chair and look handsome.”

      Gloria grinned. “You’re very good at your job, then.”

      “I’ve also been doing some work. Knocked out a bunch of background checks today. Normally, I’d let T.J. or Lexi do them for the experience, but my assistant is currently dealing with obsession.”

      “Are you going to take the case back from her at some point?”

      I thought about it. “Depends. I want to see what kind of progress she makes . . . and the toll it’s taking on her. If she starts showing up with dark circles under her eyes, I’ll get involved.”

      “But she doesn’t want you to right now?” Gloria looked at her phone.

      “No. She’s stubborn.”

      My wife snorted. “I wonder where she gets that from.”

      “Wouldn’t know.” She looked at her phone again. “Waiting for a text?”

      “A delivery,” she said. “I ordered us dinner.”

      “How’d you know what I want?”

      She rolled her eyes, but a smile danced on her lips. “Because you’re a very predictable eater. You have like three things you go for everywhere.”

      “A patently unfair generalization,” I protested. Her expression remained unchanged. “On some menus, I like four things.”

      “We’ll see how I did in a minute, then.” She headed for the front door. I set napkins and plates on the kitchen table. Gloria’s house also featured a formal dining room, but it could seat an entire football team, their coaches, and the broadcasters, so we rarely used it. She returned in a moment carrying a bag. The fragrance of Greek food reached the kitchen before she did.

      She set out two gyros, two orders of roasted potatoes, and a large salad. “How’d I do?” she asked, grinning at me like she knew the answer.

      “I’m not a fan of being categorized as predictable,” I said, “but you did well.”

      “Like I told you . . . three things.”

      “Four,” I said again, but it didn’t matter.
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      After dinner, Gloria did a little work on her laptop. As a business owner, I empathized, but I also wanted her to draw more clear boundaries. Her fundraising company had seen quite a few successes over the last year, and she was more in demand than ever. Whenever she groused about a lot of work, I told her she needed a T.J. of her own because she couldn’t have mine.

      Left to my own devices in the living room, I hunted for something to watch. Gloria and I were at various stages of completing about three hundred series on a dozen streaming services—she used an app to keep track of our sporadic progress—so I didn’t want to jump ahead without her. I also held no interest in any of the plethora of home renovation shows cluttering the DVR. We had unlimited storage, yet I imagined someone at Sling gave my account the side-eye on a regular basis.

      My phone vibrating in my pocket gave me a temporary reprieve. I hoped it would be T.J. telling me she either had a breakthrough or—unfortunately but more likely—confirmed the Williams kid was dead. Instead, Leon Sharpe’s name appeared on the screen. He was a captain in the Baltimore Police Department, an old-school cop surviving in a more modern age. More or less, as Sharpe recently got banished to a nascent cold case unit for his role in a murder investigation eight years prior. The one I’d investigated with the true-crime podcaster.

      If he wanted to yell at me, he’d missed a bunch of opportunities before now, so I answered. “What are you doing?” he asked, his booming voice making me hold the phone a couple inches from my ear.

      “Thinking Bruce Springsteen needs to follow up ‘Fifty-Seven Channels and Nothing On.’ He’s short by three-fourths now.”

      Sharpe let out a short, loud chuckle before getting back to business. “I need your help. It’s a cold case.”

      “Another one? My wife already called me predictable tonight,” I said. “If word gets around, I’ll need to check into a monastery.”

      “You’d be a shitty monk.”

      “I know. The vows of celibacy and poverty are non-starters. Maybe I could negotiate.”

      “Maybe you could help me with this cold case,” the captain said. I didn’t say anything. We had room on the schedule. Nothing big this week or upcoming. I didn’t want to get bogged down in the event T.J. needed my help, but we also needed to keep the money coming in. Part of me understood why Gloria worked after hours as often as she did. “I’d consider it a personal favor,” Sharpe added when my silence continued.

      “Favors don’t keep the lights on, Leon.”

      “I can pay you. I’ll need the friends and family rate, but I can.”

      The agency charged different rates for personal versus business clients. It was a suggestion of T.J.’s, and it paid dividends right away. We didn’t advertise the difference, of course. Potential clients saw the fee schedule appropriate to them. If they objected, they were welcome to visit one of the lesser agencies in town. “I’m listening,” I said.

      “Let’s talk about it.”

      “Sure. When?”

      “How about now?” Sharpe said.
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      I left Gloria to see if I could help Captain Sharpe.

      He told me to go to City Hall, mention his unit, and head to the basement. It all seemed a little cloak and dagger. I snagged a good parking spot thanks to the late evening hour. City Hall looked like it came straight out of a French Victorian architecture manual. This differed from Gothic for reasons I couldn’t recall and didn’t care about even when I took a regional history class in college. It was topped by a dome which suggested a mix of the US Capitol and a church—two institutions with an otherwise tenuous association. Despite four above-ground levels and thousands of square feet, Sharpe toiled in the basement. Maybe it was part of his enforced exile.

      About four months remained on his six-month sentence. I thought he’d been lucky to avoid getting broomed out altogether. Maybe he did, too. I wondered how working below street level on old cases made him re-evaluate the calculus. I’d never seen or heard the building so empty. The din of conversations always hung in the air, even in the lobby. Now, it was quiet, the usual hum replaced by the lemony scent of cleaning supplies. After passing through the metal detector, I dropped Sharpe’s name to the officer on duty. He confirmed my next stop would be the cellar without any emotion. I felt a brief pang of disappointment at the lack of a secret password.

      I pushed open a heavy metal door, and it let out a groan of protest. Light gray walls surrounded me as I headed down. The air felt a little thicker. Before I could push the lower-level door, Sharpe yanked it open. At six-six, he enjoyed four inches on me, and his 270 or so pounds gave him a healthy advantage in bulk, too. Had he been born thirty years later, he would have been a pass rusher at the top of his draft class. He wore a black sweater and blue jeans, and I couldn’t recall seeing him out of uniform before. Even in the incandescence down here, his bald black head somehow gleamed. “Thanks for coming,” he said.

      “Is it Casual Monday?”

      He scoffed. “We don’t do uniforms here. I’m the only currently active cop anyway.” He gestured for me to follow him, and we headed a few feet down the hallway. Both the lights and the wall paint got darker. We ducked into a small conference room. Sharpe didn’t bother closing the door. He rolled his shoulders, and his hands clenched and unclenched. First, casual clothes, and now, Sharpe seemed nervous. I wondered if the exile was getting to him. “Let me give you a little rundown first.”

      “All right.”

      “My squad is all volunteers. They’re retired from different jobs. I think we cover a number of useful bases.”

      “You’re the only one with a badge?”

      He snorted. “I wasn’t. The commissioner also assigned a detective here. She was thirty-some-odd weeks pregnant at the time. She’s on maternity leave. For now, it’s just me.”

      I knew Sharpe and his boss didn’t get along, but what he described was a dick move. “Are they going to be salty because I’m getting paid?” I asked.

      “Don’t broadcast it, and I think we’ll be good.”

      “Okay. I’ll light my cigars with twenties instead of hundreds.”

      Sharpe barreled on. “Like I told you, it’s a cold case. They’re what we do down here.”

      “My last big investigation was a cold case.”

      “You’re seriously worried about becoming predictable?” he wanted to know.

      “More like pigeon-holed. If I close a couple prominent cold cases, half the people who come to see me are going to talk about their granny who died a decade ago. I prefer . . . warm investigations, if you will.”

      “I’ll pay . . . and I’d consider it a favor.”

      “No offense, Leon.” I chose my words carefully. Sharpe could probably rip my arms off and stuff my parts into a bunch of trash cans without breaking a sweat. “You don’t seem to be in a position to make good on a favor.”

      He pursed his lips and nodded. “I get it. What you need to know is I’m not always going to be in this basement. I might be on the outs in certain circles, but I can still get things done.” He paused and frowned as if searching for the right words. When he spoke again, his voice was only a little above a whisper. “I thought I might be done. It could have been career-ending. There’s a chance it might still be.” The BPD had judged Sharpe to be too chummy with a murder suspect, both in the present day and eight years prior when the man should have come under investigation. Concerns about it ending his career struck me as well-founded. “I gotta prove myself a second time. Like I’m some green beat cop just out of the Army all over again. I could use your help doing it.” Another pause. “You in?”

      “I want to hear about the case first,” I said, “maybe meet your band of merry men if they’re still here.”

      “It’s the twenty-first century,” Sharpe said. “We got a couple of merry fucking women, too.”
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      The squad featured two women, though I don’t think I would have categorized anyone as being merry. Or even merry-adjacent.

      Above the door where the team worked, a faded sign proclaimed Home of the Davenport Fellows. “As in our current mayor?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” Sharpe said. “Some initiative he ran before he was mayor. Political science grad students, ideas for the city . . .” He shrugged. “I don’t know if anything ever came of it.” Beside the door, a gold-painted placard read TDF. Sharpe led me into the space. It smelled of stale air and frustration. In my youth, it would have been covered in cigarette smoke and required six air purifiers to allow people to breathe without developing black lung.

      It was arranged like a cross between a conference room and a functioning homicide bullpen from 1990s cop dramas. A long table dominated the first half of the room, with eight chairs around it in a slapdash arrangement. The rear portion featured five pairs of ugly metal desks set back-to-back. A small office took up the back corner like a tiny closet in a bedroom. I wondered if the furnishings came from city excess or a Hollywood studio selling off a bunch of musty old set pieces.

      The first person I met was Frank Russo. “Retired homicide detective,” Sharpe said. “Got out a few months before you came on the scene.” Russo was about my height but wider, looking like a cautionary tale if I chose to eat poorly and stop exercising in my late fifties. His full head of hair was a mix of silver and gray, but his short beard was white. If he grew it out, he might have made a good Santa Claus.

      “You’re the PI?” he asked as we shook hands..

      “Not the only one in the city,” I said, “thank goodness.” I wondered if my definite article joke failed to hit the mark. “I might have to start taking adultery cases again if I were.”

      “You stopped?”

      “Years ago.”

      “Why?” Russo wanted to know. “Seems like you’d get a ton of them.”

      “I don’t really care who people sleep with,” I said. “Or want to . . . or try to.”

      “What if they want to sleep with you?”

      I held up my left hand and tapped my wedding ring. “Happily married. I only say yes when one woman attempts to seduce me, and she never has to try very hard.”

      Next was Trish Coleman, whose forensics acumen Sharpe praised for almost a minute straight. Trish, a petite blonde woman who might have weighed a hundred pounds with a cinder block in her purse, hand-waved it all away. “I had to be twice as smart as all the men,” she said. “They took all the credit.”

      “They probably still do,” I said in the spirit of collegiality.

      “They definitely still do.”

      Vernon Rice was almost as tall as Sharpe but thin as a pencil. If they sat on loose papers in high winds, I wasn’t convinced he or Trish could keep any sheets from blowing away. In another similarity with the captain, Rice’s bald black head caught the light a certain way. “Former prosecutor,” Sharpe said. “We need to make sure we get our shit right when we go to charge someone.”

      “Some of you PIs are kind of reckless,” Rice said. I suspected it was supposed to be a greeting.

      “Some of you prosecutors have put innocent people in jail.” I shrugged. “Wanna compare records?”

      “Welcome aboard,” he said curtly.

      Before Sharpe could introduce me to the next person, she handled it herself. “Grace Liu,” she said, giving my hand many rapid shakes. I’d found the only merry person here, it seemed. “Retired cyber crimes.” She was Asian, short, and her hair was as black as the sweater she wore.

      “Sorry if I hacked you at some point,” I said.

      She scoffed. “You wouldn’t have been the only one. I heard you helped out a lot with that ransomware attack a while ago.” I had, going so far as an unofficial undercover assignment within the hacking group. “It’s really good to have you here.”

      “Thanks,” I said, sparing a quick glance at the surly Rice.

      The last person on the squad was Ray Tucker, a retired desk sergeant. “Nobody knows how to get more done,” Sharpe said.

      Tucker snorted and jerked his thumb at the imposing Sharpe. “I just listen when big guys like him start yelling.” I guessed Tucker to be in his early sixties, though he remained in good shape. Probably played pickleball. My parents took it up a few months ago and constantly wanted Gloria and me—probably more my former tennis-playing wife than their son—to join them. “Welcome to the team. I knew a few good PIs in my day. The captain here says you’re one of them.”

      “I do my best,” I said.

      “Come to my office,” Sharpe said, and I followed him into the cramped room. The four walls could hold two people, a desk, two chairs, and not much else. “I want to give you the basics of the case before you decide.” He handed me a single sheet of paper. “Ray typed us a summary.” Brian Cortland, an MBA holder and Ph.D. candidate at Maryland, was murdered fifteen years ago. Police wrote it up as a mugging gone bad.

      “Didn’t sit right with me,” Sharpe said when I finished. “Why take the kid’s wallet but leave his watch? Witness statements don’t line up.” He shook his head. “The commissioner told me I could look into anything I wanted. You know how many cold cases this city has?”

      “No idea.”

      “Me, neither, but it’s a shitload. If I printed them all out, I’d have to cut a whole forest down to make the paper. We’ve closed a few so far. Others . . . are a little more challenging.”

      “So you just pick out the cases?” I wondered.

      “It’s part of what I do. General oversight. I’m the only badge holder, so all the official stuff falls to me. It’d be nice to have another one, but maybe this is part of my exile.”

      I told Sharpe I’d think about it. As much as I didn’t want another cold case on the heels of our last big investigation, the same inconsistencies jumped out at me when I read the summary. I could even pull T.J. in and stop her from obsessing over her own work. As I left, Grace Liu walked me out. “It’s cool to have you here. We all think so.”

      “Maybe not Rice.”

      “He’ll come around.” We reached the door. “This is our little cold case unit.” She tapped the golden TDF placard next to the door. “Welcome to The Deep Freeze.”
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      T.J. stopped at a grocery store on her way home.

      She should have done it yesterday or the day before, but she’d been wrapped up in her investigation. She walked the aisles, putting some staples into her cart and splurging on a large pack of ground turkey. She drove home, leaving her Mustang in her assigned spot in the parking lot.

      T.J. lived in an apartment building called The 501. It was way more cool and modern-looking than the depressing places she’d considered once she started working for C.T. Renting here stretched her budget at first, but her boss had proved generous with raises and bonuses. Now, even after rent increases every year, T.J. no longer struggled to afford the place. Most of her fellow residents were college students who either worked really good jobs while in school or had mom and dad bankroll their apartments.

      Hers was a one-bedroom. She lived alone, and there was enough space for her and her stuff. She didn’t have much when she got here. T.J. unpacked her groceries, made a simple dinner of chicken and rice, and ate it without turning the news on. Once she was finished, she got back to work. C.T. warned her she might obsess over this. He told her he could help. She refused. She didn’t think she’d get so wrapped up in it.

      Danny Williams was a sixteen-year-old kid who got good grades. His older brother Derek played football for the University of Maryland. His athletic scholarship meant he was the first member of his family to go to college, and Danny was poised to follow in his footsteps. Until he disappeared with no notice. His mother Tamika worked two jobs and admitted she might not have known everything going on in Danny’s life. T.J. knew the number of jobs didn’t matter here. Her own mother often didn’t work, and the woman still managed to be absent and uninterested, losing herself in a string of questionable boyfriends and a haze of drugs.

      T.J. went over everything again. It must have been the fourth or fifth time. The police came up with nothing. Their investigation had reached the stage where updates only happened when Tamika called and pressed for them. T.J. closed her laptop and ran her hands through her long blonde hair. She’d asked for this case, and so far, she’d made just as much progress as the police. This was unacceptable. The agency found people, uncovered murderers, and closed cases.

      Could she really do this? C.T. was obviously good at his job. Lexi caught on quickly, too, and she had the goal of working as an investigator for a defense attorney. T.J. felt a little left behind at times. She knew her boss valued her work, and Lexi was her friend, but wanting to do more came naturally. When C.T. hedged on taking this case, T.J. pressed for it, volunteered to do most of the work. Now, she wondered if she could bring it home.

      Danny Williams was out there. As a girl who spent several years working the streets to avoid a shitty home life, T.J.’s intuition told her he was still alive. It was up to her to find him. She walked into her bedroom, strapped on her MMA gloves, and dug the heavy bag out of her closet.
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      T.J. punched, kicked, kneed, and elbowed the bag until she was tired.

      She even tossed in a few headbutts. At five-nine, she could have the height advantage on a supposed tough guy sent to keep the agency away from his boss’s affairs. Her kickboxing classes—which she needed to get back to attending more regularly—usually focused on the strikes she practiced most often, but occasionally, the instructor would be inspired by some event and teach the class a different tactic. The only woman in the class taller than T.J. had been accosted and headbutted one of her attackers, so everyone learned how to do it should the need arise.

      After a shower, T.J.’s brain couldn’t sit still. She tried reading a book, watching a documentary, and checking out a new movie. Nothing worked. She kept thinking about some detail of the Danny Williams case. She stopped the movie and stared at her closed laptop. I’m off the clock. I need boundaries. I need a life. All those things were true, but she still grabbed her laptop, flipped it open, and looked at her notes. They needed to be organized. T.J. was normally meticulous in this respect, but the files and data were so chaotic.

      When she started working for C.T., he did all his own filing, and it showed. One of her first jobs had been actually bringing a real system and order. She took the time to rearrange everything in Danny’s case files and notes so it at least had some logical flow. Then, she dove into reviewing everything. It was clear the police didn’t seem concerned a sixteen-year-old who did well in high school suddenly vanished. He was a boy and a reasonably large one, so maybe they assumed he’d be able to take care of himself against someone like a creepy predator.

      T.J. tried calling a potential witness who had seen Danny shortly before he disappeared, but the number was disconnected. Police only provided a first name, so tracking the person down would be impossible. T.J. looked at her phone. It was nearly 10 PM. She knew she’d be up later than she wanted to working on this case. Even if she got in bed, her brain would be buzzing with details and possibilities. After a few more moments of futility, she called Tamika Williams, who picked up right away.

      “This is T.J., from the Ferguson Agency.”

      “You find my boy?”

      “No, not yet. I’m still going over everything. It’s kind of a mess. You weren’t kidding about the police not having anything.”

      “They haven’t done shit,” Tamika said.

      “It’s hard to know where to start,” T.J. admitted. “Normally, we can find a certain detail they got wrong or an angle they overlooked, but this whole thing is a mess.”

      “You’re really taking this to heart.”

      “I am.”

      “Why?” Tamika Williams wanted to know.

      “That’s a pretty long answer.”

      “I got time. Why don’t you come to the apartment? I’ll put some tea on.”

      “Now?” T.J. asked. “It’s after ten.”

      “You going to sleep anytime soon?”

      “No.”

      “Me, neither,” Tamika said. “You got my address. I’ll see you soon.”

      T.J. grabbed her keys and headed to the parking lot.
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      Tamika Williams lived in a large apartment complex in Jessup.

      It was about twenty-five minutes door to door from TJ’s. The buildings were all long and squat, each three stories tall. The area had plenty of grass and common areas and even featured a playground. T.J. parked in a guest space and pressed the button for Tamika Williams’s unit. She said who she was when the woman’s voice came over the intercom, and then a quiet buzz preceded the electronic lock disengaging on the front door.

      T.J. walked up the stairs to apartment 305. Tamika Williams opened the door. She was a black woman in her mid-40s but looked younger. Most of the time, at least. Tonight, worry lines creased her face, and she had dark circles under her eyes. She stood a couple inches shorter than T.J. but had a similar build. Despite the late hour and the uncertainty of her son’s situation, she smiled when T.J. approached. “Come in.”

      “Thanks,” T.J. said when Tamika closed the door.

      “You’ve now been here one more time than the police.”

      “What?”

      “Yep. I talked to them at the station a few times. They never came here.”

      “Wow.” T.J. followed Tamika into the living room. It was a simple setup—sofa, loveseat, recliner, coffee table. None of it matched, though the seating was all similar shades of gray. A TV of fifty or so inches was mounted on the wall. Tamika dropped into the recliner, and T.J. took a spot on the loveseat. From there, she could see the hallway to the rest of the apartment, a small dining room, and a compact kitchen. “Three bedrooms?”

      “Yeah,” Tamika said. “It ain’t a big place, but my boys each got their own rooms. Derek doesn’t use his much. He lives on campus thanks to his scholarship. He’s here now, though.”

      “Really?” T.J. said. She’d been hoping to talk to him at some point. “I didn’t see much in the notes about the police interviewing him.”

      Tamika snorted. “If you can call it that. They went to campus and found him after a weightlifting session one day.” She shook her head. “Can’t even come to my apartment, and they talk to my boy in the goddamn gym.”

      “I have a theory as to why they’ve been so unhelpful.”

      “Oh, I got one, too,” Tamika said. “It has to do with all the cops I’ve talked to so far being white.”

      T.J. spread her hands. “That could be part of it. My thought was they presume Danny can fend for himself, so he’s not in danger from some creepy kid toucher.”

      “You watch football?”

      “Not often,” T.J. said.

      “Derek is a defensive lineman. One of the reasons I’ve worked two jobs for years is so that boy could eat. Jesus, he was more than half my grocery bill for ages. The school has to feed him most of the time now. Anyway, he’s big and solid. Danny’s built more like a safety. Smaller, quicker.”

      T.J. mostly followed. Footsteps came up the hallway a moment later, and the floor vibrated with each one. Derek Williams filled the corridor as he approached. He must have been six-six and at least 300 pounds. He carried a little bit of a gut, but he wasn’t fat—just solid and strong. The kind of guy who could pick up the couch and move it by himself if his mother wanted to rearrange the living room. Tamika got out of the recliner, sat on the sofa, and patted the cushion next to her. “Derek, come here. This young lady works for the detective trying to find your brother.”

      “Ma, I gotta get back to⁠—”

      “Come here and sit with your mother,” Tamika cut him off. Derek bowed his head, moved to the couch, and took the space next to her. He occupied more than one cushion. “Tell her whatever you think might help.”

      Derek shrugged his massive shoulders. “I don’t really have much to add. Me and Danny talked whenever, but I wasn’t here all the time, y’know? I’m on campus, and we have road games . . . I don’t get to see him like I used to. I miss it.”

      “You’re a junior?” T.J. asked.

      “Yeah.” Tamika smacked the outside of his knee. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “It’s fine.” She smiled. “I’m probably only two years older than you. I noticed the police only talked to you the one time. Did you get the impression they had any leads on your brother?” He shook his head. “What did they ask you?”

      “Usual stuff, I guess. If we were close, if I seen him recently or heard anything.” He shook his head. “Wish I had. He’s basically ghosted everyone.”

      “You don’t know of anything that might have made him run?”

      “No.”

      “I wish we did,” Tamika said. She sighed, and her voice cracked when she spoke again. “I know my boy’s been gone a while. I just want to know what happened. I want him found. Good or bad, I gotta know.” Derek squeezed his mom’s hand. “I need answers, whatever they are.”

      T.J. nodded. She wondered if her own mother even noticed her daughter had left. Had she ever called the police? Or did she move on to the next loser who could keep her high most of the time? “We’ll do our best to make sure you get them,” she said.
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      Baltimore woke up earlier than I did, but the process took longer.

      This was to my benefit as I hit the mean streets of Federal Hill for a run. Restaurants which served breakfast had been open for at least an hour and probably longer. Ditto for bakeries. I always made sure to slow my pace just enough to take in the smells of fresh bread, coffee, and the occasional hint of bacon through an open kitchen window. The downside appeared in the fact I was always hungry when I walked back into my house.

      I was today, too, but I headed downstairs for part two of my workout. My house came with a basement, but at six-two, I could only stand straight if I positioned myself between the joists. Even then, it was close. I’d set up a weight bench down here, so I worked on strength in addition to cardio. After another thirty minutes, I was even hungrier, sweatier, and thirstier. I guzzled from my water bottle and headed upstairs.

      Gloria was already in the kitchen. She hadn’t tried to cook anything, thank goodness, but she smiled and handed me a cup of coffee. “Morning.” She still wore her flannel pajamas, and while I’m sure they were warm, they also fit her very well in a few areas.

      I accepted the cup. “Good morning.” Before I took a sip and risked coffee breath, I gave my wife a proper kiss. “You’re downstairs early.”

      “Just got up a few minutes ago.” She stretched, and the shirt lifted to reveal a few inches of her toned stomach. While I favored running and exercising in the morning, Gloria mixed it into her day at random times. The results showed. She hadn’t played competitive tennis in a couple years, but she’d stayed in shape for it. Now, she was my father’s preferred mixed doubles partner in pickleball to the consternation of my mother.

      I made a quick breakfast of scrambled eggs, sausage, and toast. We ate, I showered, and I still got dressed and ready before Gloria. To be fair, she looked better than I did. She wore a navy skirt and matching blazer over a cream-colored shirt and brown heels. “You look great,” I said. She smiled. “Almost like a lawyer.”

      “Almost.”

      I stood behind her and slipped my hands around her waist. “It’s taking all of my restraint not to make a debriefing joke.” I kissed her neck, and her hand tangled in my hair. “I’m not usually known for my restraint.”

      “I’m well aware,” she said, turning around to put her arms around my neck. “I love you . . . and I love how you still can’t keep your hands off me. But I really do need to go.”

      “Rain check?”

      She pulled me into a long, lingering kiss. It was just the kind to make my knees a little wobbly. “You bet,” she said an inch from my mouth. “Maybe I’ll get to be the one doing the debriefing.” She winked at me and headed out of the bedroom. I watched her go and thought, definitely not for the first time, how lucky I was. We both walked to the parking pad, had a less knee-affecting goodbye kiss, and went our separate ways.

      About fifteen minutes later, I pushed open the main door of my office. T.J. sat behind her desk. Her hair was in its usual high ponytail, but it looked a little frizzy at the ends—like she either didn’t wash it this morning or rushed through getting ready. “Good morning,” I said, setting my bag down.

      “Morning.”

      “I’ll need you to send Leon Sharpe a contract. Give him the good rate. He’s hired us to help with his cold case squad.”

      She stopped typing. “Really?”

      “Really. You can still work your case. I’m available to help you if you need it.”

      “But Sharpe . . .”

      “He has a team. Granted, he just signed the top free agent on the market.” T.J. rolled her eyes. “I don’t need to be there all the time is my point. I can help you, too.”

      “I’m good for now,” she said, yet I wasn’t sure I believed her.
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      I took a travel mug of coffee with me to The Deep Freeze.

      Police precincts only ever had acceptable java if someone had just brewed a pot. The rest of the time, it resembled the consistency of old oil and probably tasted about the same. Sharpe didn’t even preside over a proper precinct. This was a converted basement office for a team of cast-offs, volunteers, and retirees. They might not even have a coffee pot. Unwilling to risk it, I brought my own.

      Since last night, another desk had appeared in the bullpen. Like the others, it was metal, scratched, and the color of an old World War II Jeep. I had a M.A.S.H crack all lined up until I remembered the show dealt with the Korean War. “Nice to see you,” Grace Liu said. She wore a long-sleeved /dev/null T-shirt and jeans. I’d stopped wearing shirts with Linux references on them in college, when I discovered they were repellent to the fairer sex. She eyed my cup. “We have a Keurig. It’s my old one.”

      “Noted,” I said. It would be acceptable. “Anything in particular we’re working on today?”

      “Sharpe just picked the case recently. I think we’re still getting up to speed on it.”

      “I guess there’s no looming deadline with a cold case,” I said.

      “Not really.”

      Everyone else was present already except for Sharpe. He walked in a few minutes later, again wearing jeans and a sweater. His badge was clipped to his belt. I remembered he was the only active officer, and while I technically had a badge as a PI, his opened a lot more doors than mine. “Let’s get into it,” he said, hooking a laptop up to a TV mounted on the wall. A file came on the screen.

      “Our case is Brian Cortland,” Sharpe continued. “He was a grad student at Maryland fifteen years ago. Doing well there by all accounts . . . until he was murdered in what PG County cops said was a mugging gone wrong.” My job had taken me basically everywhere in the state, but I’d never worked with the Prince Georges County police before.

      “I presume we’re all here,” I said, “because you disagree with their assessment.”

      “I do.” Sharpe pointed to the screen. “You can all read the report. It’s on our team SharePoint.” He looked at me. “I’ll make sure you have access.” I wanted to tell him I could probably cover this aspect on my own, but maybe the IT staff got paid by the ticket. “If it was a mugging gone wrong, why leave his watch behind? It wasn’t a Rolex or anything, but it was a nice Seiko. Could have been sold for more than a hundred bucks back then.

      “The witness statements don’t line up, either,” the captain continued. “Details like which side of the street our victim was on, if his attackers pursued him or not. There’s always a little unreliability to eyewitness accounts, but this is something else again. It seems like it’s too much.”

      “All this said,” Frank Russo chimed in, “it actually could have been a mugging gone bad.”

      Sharpe shrugged. “Maybe. We always run the risk a cold case like this happened the way the cops wrote it up. I think our country’s obsession with true crime has skewed expectations there.” He glanced at me, probably because my last big client was one such podcaster--and our investigation led to Sharpe’s basement exile.

      “I don’t want to be a wet blanket,” I said, “but isn’t this out of our jurisdiction?”

      “The city had a cold case squad a few years ago,” Sharpe explained. “They asked for files from other jurisdictions, too.” He shook his head. “Not much came of it. The previous commissioner killed it when he got the job. It only lasted maybe six months.”

      “You got contacts in PG?” Russo wanted to know.

      “Of course I do,” Sharpe said. “You might as well start there.”
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      Being the new guy came with expectations.

      “You gotta buy lunch,” Trish Coleman told me a couple hours after the morning huddle ended.

      “Who was the last newbie?” I wanted to know.

      “Me. I technically got here a day later than anyone else.”

      “And you bought lunch?”

      “Breakfast.”

      “Clearly these rules are flexible,” I pointed out.

      She tapped her watch. It was not a Seiko like our victim’s, but a new-looking smart model. “Too late for breakfast. I guess I’ll get some pizza.”

      “How do you know I’m not gluten free?” she said. “Or have some kind of dairy intolerance?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t. See you soon.”

      I found a pizza place nearby, ordered online, and drove to pick it up. After a short wait, I returned with four pies, leaving one with the security staff, who were happy to receive it. “Don’t let anyone kill me,” I said, “especially not Captain Sharpe.”

      I carried the other three to the Deep Freeze office and set them down. I got one cheese, one pepperoni, and the third with mushrooms and onion. Sharpe was gone, but everyone else sat at their desks. They stuck their heads up like meerkats and sniffed the air like dogs chasing a scent. “Thanks for the pizza,” Grace Liu said. “Why’d you get it?”

      “To fulfill my newbie obligations.” I found plastic utensils and lopped off a slice from each pie onto my plate.

      “What newbie obligations?” She frowned in what looked like genuine confusion. Trish smiled and picked up a plate. I didn’t care. At the end of the day, I was getting paid to be here, and everyone else was a volunteer.

      Once everyone had taken some pizza--apparently, no one suffered from the afflictions Trish threw at me--I posed a question. “How often do these cold cases turn into something bigger?”

      Frank Russo cleared his throat, sipped from his soda, and answered. “There’s always stuff to go back and check. No investigation is perfect. But in terms of how many we might have found big problems with?” He shrugged. “The majority.”

      “Have you identified better suspects in many of them?”

      “I’d say we’re batting about five hundred.”

      “First ballot Hall of Fame level,” I said.
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